This chapter examines the geographical meaning of the Sahel, its fluid boundaries, and its spatial dynamics. Unlike other approaches that define the Sahel as a bioclimatic zone or as an ungoverned area, it shows that the Sahel is primarily a space of circulation in which uncertainty has historically been overcome by mobility. The first part of the paper discusses how pre-colonial empires relied on a network of markets and cities that facilitated trade and social relationships across the region and beyond. The second part explores changing regional mobility patterns precipitated by colonial powers and the new approach they developed to control networks and flows. The third part discusses the contradiction between the mobile strategies adopted by local herders, farmers and traders in the Sahel and the territorial development initiatives of modern states and international donors. Particular attention is paid in the last section to how the Sahel was progressively redefined through a security lens.
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Mapping the routes and boundaries of the Sahara
The routes traveled by all explorers through the 19 th and into the 20 th centuries followed those traced, in previous centuries, by the pre-colonial empires and nomadic caravaners. Later on, the colonization of this vast territory, primarily by the French, also involved trans-Saharan railroad and road projects based on the dream of linking the two colonized areas of Maghreb and West Africa. Due to internal rivalries between French colonies, these ambitious projects never materialized and both shores of the Sahara progressively became completely disconnected from each other (OECD/SWAC 2014). At the same time, colonial era geographers attempted to identify the borders of the vast desert in the north and south and establish sensible subregions based on human and climatic characteristics, like rainfall and sedentary and nomadic "ways of life".
In their search for the boundaries of and passageways through the great desert, explorers and conquerors considered the desert a barrier between two great hydrographic systems -one Later on, the Sahara was conceptualized as a "roof" with two pitched sides, one to the Mediterranean, and one to the "Sudan" in the south, and an edge oriented NE-SW. This representation of the Sahara as a roof punctuated by central mountains and scattered human settlements was frequently used to delimit nomadic "countries" (pays in French). The pays Tuareg, an object of considerable attention for the French, was for example defined as a region with "fairly precise boundaries in the heart of which [the Hoggar, the Aïr and the Adrar des Ifoghas] form an armature" (Bernus 1991: 120) . In addition to forming the high country of the nomads, the central mountains of the Sahara were considered as a starting point from which to fix the limits of sedentary society, where movement could be controlled and territory could be conceivably divided for agricultural exploitation.
The invention of a frontier between sedentary and nomadic populations
The delimitation of a frontier between sedentary and nomadic populations was the object of In the south, geographers also sought the boundary of the Sahel and the Sahara, this time on a purely bioclimatic basis and with the implicit idea that rainfall conditioned sedentary or nomadic "ways of life". Using maps to record the volume of rain that fell each year made it possible to draw lines connecting locations that received equal amounts of rainfall, known as isohyets. Because the volume of water that falls on the surface of the earth varies a great deal 12 Walther and Retaillé
Sahelo-Sahara states
The bioclimatic definition of the Sahel of colonial inspiration was hardly contested by postcolonial elites, who enthusiastically embraced the distinction between nomadic and sedentary populations and the rigid demarcation between the Sahel and the Sahara. A similar view was shared by foreign donors and international organizations, for which development necessarily implied a stronger investment in land and other localized resources.
The end of the nomadic world
Many of the new Sahelo-Saharan states that emerged during the 1960s promoted production to the detriment of pastoral migration and pursued settlement policies against the nomads.
Such states policies were designed to make the patterns of settlement and social life of nomadic people legible to the state (Scott 1998). The idea was that the state could more efficiently provide public services, prevent rebellions, and promote intensive forms of agriculture and cattle breeding if population was assembled into permanent settlements.
Drawing on the zonal model of colonial inspiration, states adopted laws that limited the agricultural expansion in the north and constrained pastoral movements to the south.
In the Republic of Niger, for example, law 61-05 of the Code Rural, which builds on a similar colonial order of 1954, defined a limit to the north of which "all rainfed crops and installation of farmers' groups are prohibited" (République du Niger 2013: 41). Similar decrees adopted in 1961 defined how water from pumping stations and grazing lands had to be used by herders (République du Niger 1961). In Mali, Modibo Keita's government considered the nomadic lifestyle as unproductive and as an obstacle to modernization and launched a series of ultimately ineffective measures to settle the Arab, Fulani, and Tuareg populations. In the Inner Niger Delta, these policies attempted to transform the nomads' seasonal grazing lands into irrigated rice fields (Benjamin and Berge 2004b). In Nigeria, federal policies also aimed at intensifying production by adopting a ranch model and settling pastoralists, with limited success considering the cross-border mobility of many nomadic populations (Blench 1996) .
By the mid-1970s, social scientists started to recognize that while tracking annual and periodic fluctuations of the isohyets had permitted them to map the agricultural and natural resources of the Sahel it had also obscured social dynamics, particularly in time of crises such as the great droughts (Monod 1975 , Gallais 1984 . During this period, the rainfall deficit in the Sahel caused the loss of a large part of the herds deprived of water and pasture. Struggling
